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The Politics of Memory: 
Contesting the “Convention Night” Version of This Historic Day 
 
 
“It always seemed to me that white people were judged as individuals.  But if a Negro did 
something stupid or wrong, it was held against all of us.  Negros were always representing the 
whole race.” 
A. Elizabeth Delany (Delany et al., 1993: 185-186) 
 
On August 28, 2008, the final evening of the U.S. Democratic National Convention, by 
many accounts Senator Barack Obama was representing the whole African American race.  Not 
because he did something stupid or wrong, but because of his political achievement. On that 
evening, a political ad entitled “Convention Night” was aired by Senator John McCain’s 
campaign.  The ad congratulated Senator Barack Obama on his success in earning the 
Democratic Party’s nomination for president and noted the appropriateness of this event taking 
place on the 45th anniversary of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s (MLK) “I Have a Dream” speech.  
In the ad McCain did not specifically mention the King address but instead stated, “How perfect 
that your nomination would come on this historic day.”  It was a paid political statement that 
would be amplified throughout and legitimized by U.S. mainstream news organizations for free.  
Even more concerning, the ad’s use of collective memory exemplifies how political ads can be 
powerful tools in narrating a naturalized version of memory. 
This article offers a case study in the constitutive role of memory texts in the form of 
political advertising.  The “Convention Night” ad in particular is examined to interrogate the role 
of the past in influencing the present.  In this ad, the indirect reference to MLK Jr. sets the frame 
around not only how McCain considered his opponent’s nomination, but how the news media 
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would uncritically relay this perspective to citizens as well.  Accordingly, the rhetorical structure 
of “Convention Night” is considered to explore how the ad employed memory for the purposes 
of influencing the present.  Furthermore, the implications of political campaign attempts to 
influence the press by way of political ads are also explored in this article.  The ad was clearly 
strategized as an attempt by McCain to publicly capitalize on the emotional resonance 
surrounding Obama’s nomination.  By 2008, the use of political ads as a means to influence 
media coverage had become common practice in the U.S. (Jamieson, 2009; West, 2010).  Yet, 
the mainstream media by and large amplified the substance of the ad without scrutiny.  Thus, this 
article emphasizes the importance of an independent press that can withstand efforts to make it a 
political tool. 
The concern over the uncritical consideration of political advertising is articulated by 
employing the analytic lenses of collective memory, Critical Race Theory and accountability 
journalism.  This article first addresses the relevant frameworks of the memory studies discipline 
and places political advertising within it as an agent of media memory.  Aspects of Critical Race 
Theory are then considered along with the normative role of the press.  Perspectives on the role 
of advertising in society are contemplated before engaging in rhetorical analysis of the strategies 
used to invoke responses in a given audience.  Finally, a narrative analytical methodology is used 
to explore structures and themes in the mediated coverage of “Convention Night.” 
Theoretical Frameworks 
Collective Memory:  Collective memory has traditionally referred to how groups and 
institutions recollect the past for the purposes of the present (Halbwachs, 1992; Schudson, 1992).  
Just as important as what is remembered is what is forgotten or left out because it seemingly no 
longer matters.  By including particular frameworks of reference and excluding others, a 
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“useable past” (Zelizer, 1995, 226) is constructed which often serves politically- and identity-
driven needs (Schudson, 1992; Schwartz, 1982; Wertsch, 2002).  In this case, the release of the 
“Convention Night” ad by the McCain campaign contributes to the way those who saw the ad 
interpret the significance of Obama’s nomination as the Democratic candidate for president.  
Furthermore, it exemplifies the politically-driven service of memory that will be explored in this 
article.   
Societal interpretation of an event or issue is influenced by cultural tools such as 
language and narrative texts (Jamieson and Waldman, 2003; Schudson, 1997; Wertsch, 2002). 
These mnemonic devices – or memory aids - are broadly defined to include newspapers, 
magazines, television shows, cinematic films, books, music, and central to this study, advertising 
(Zelizer, 1995).  In the construction of cultural memory, it is the narrative texts contained in 
these mnemonic devices that are the raw materials in arranging and recreating explanations of 
the past (Archibald, 2002; Wertsch, 2002).  However, because narratives are not neutral (E. 
West, 2002), we must recognize the standpoint from which an interpretation originates. 
Furthermore, accounts of memory are not limited to influence from a single text.  Instead, 
they are intertextual, deriving through multiple sources (Kitch, 2008; Zelizer, 1995).  As will be 
demonstrated, the notion of intertextuality is useful in analyzing the “Convention Night” ad 
because of its euphemistic reference to “this historic day” and ensuing reliance on other media to 
alert viewers to the meaning of this phrase in framing Obama’s nomination for president.  
Moreover, the ad is also illustrative of what Hoskins (2004) calls the “collapse of memory.”  
Whereas remembering was once reliant upon social groups (Halbwachs, 1992), today it has 
become media-reliant (Hoskins, 2004).  Indeed, media technology has come to replace the social 
groups that constructed collective memories (Neiger, Meyers and Zandberg, 2011).  Thus, as 
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these groups begin to lose the ability to preserve and pass on their memories themselves, there is 
particular cause for concern when one racial group and/or social class disproportionately control 
media. 
Accountability Journalism:  One concern of memory studies is with which media outlets 
have a right to operate as memory agents (Neiger et al., 2011).  To the degree that the press 
creates the first draft of history (Jamieson and Waldman, 2003; Kitch, 1999), it serves in a 
privileged position of shaping not only what we remember but also how we remember it.  
Among the many theories about the functioning of news media in the U.S. is the social 
responsibility theory of the press (Siebert et al., 1956; also see Jamieson and Waldman, 2003).  
From this perspective, the press has a responsibility to not just objectively report the facts, but to 
place the facts within proper context.  However, what is factual versus fictitious is not always 
straightforward.  When dealing with interpretations of the world, the facts themselves are often 
not at issue.  It is the arrangement and interpretation of the facts in constructing narratives of the 
world that become problematic (Jamieson and Waldman, 2003). 
Similar to the social responsibility of the press is what Downie and Schudson (2011:  57) 
refer to as “accountability journalism.”  This is essentially the watchdog function of the press – 
holding government and private interests accountable for their actions.  This is accomplished by 
not only reporting what these groups appear to be doing but also by explaining the context 
behind their actions.  As communications scholar James Carey (1978:  855) eloquently 
explained, from the accountability journalism perspective the role of the press is “simply to make 
sure that in the short run we don’t get screwed.”  Thus, it is the interpretation and 
contextualization of information that is critical to an enlightened electorate.  From these 
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perspectives, then, the lack of objective reporting on and contextualization of the “Convention 
Night” ad is particularly alarming. 
Critical Race Theory (CRT):  The ascent of Obama’s political career brought with it 
increasing attention in the mainstream press to the role of race in twenty-first century America.  
For scholars such as Bonilla-Silva, race is part of the everyday lives of minorities.  “Living while 
black [or brown],” writes Bonilla-Silva (2010:  210), “is quite hard and affects the health 
(physical and mental) of people of color tremendously as they seem to always be on a ‘fight or 
flight’ mode.”  Yet issues of race are not diversely represented in the mainstream press.  
According to the American Society of News Editors (ASNE), in 2009, minorities made up 33% 
of the U.S. population yet comprised only 13.4% of journalists at U.S. daily newspapers (“U.S. 
newsroom,” 2009).  This figure represents a decline of 0.11 percentage points from 2008.  ASNE 
President Charlotte Hall says, “The loss of people of color from our newsrooms is especially 
disturbing because our future depends on our ability to serve multicultural audiences.”  Thus, 
because the mainstream press has disproportionately little minority representation, race-related 
topics are often represented from a white perspective for a white audience. 
CRT calls for greater contextualization as necessitated by a desire to understand racial 
dynamics particularly as they relate to more overt racial practices of earlier eras.  It challenges 
white perspectives and experiences as normative standards.  As noted by legal scholar Richard 
Delgado – one of the pioneers of the CRT movement, “Whites don’t see their viewpoints as a 
matter of perspective.  They see it as the truth” (Taylor, 1998: 122).  In particular, it is the telling 
of stories that is a powerful way to create or reinforce a shared understanding and build 
consensus (Taylor, 1998).  According to CRT, it is in this way that McCain describes Obama’s 
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nomination.  Yet what is lacking is a contextual counter-narrative challenging the status quo as 
defined by McCain. 
Advertising Effects:  Another mediated text that arguably influences public perceptions is 
in the form of advertisements.  Meyers (2009) has observed how appeals to nostalgia by 
advertisers have constructed unrealistic portrayals of the past.  His focus, however, was on 
consumer advertising and, specifically, those advertisements employing nostalgic recollections.  
In contrast, the focus in the present case is on a politically motivated ad.  Furthermore, rather 
than a nostalgic recollection, “Convention Night” will be demonstrated to insinuate that Obama 
is King’s “dream” realized.  Accordingly, understanding the composition and messages of 
political advertisements is important because although people generally do not like to admit it, 
political ads have been shown to be persuasive and influential on citizen voting behavior.  To be 
sure, for much of the mid-20th century the political science literature was dominated by the 
“minimal effects” theory of political communication (Klapper, 1966; Lazarsfeld et al., 1948).  
The prevailing insight was that political communication mattered, if at all, only around the 
margins.  More recently, however, a growing list of scholars has emerged who contend that 
political communications, including advertising, can effectively influence the outcome of an 
election (Huber and Arceneaux, 2007; Johnston et al., 2004; Kenski et al., 2010).  At the same 
time has been the growing phenomenon of what Ridout and Smith (2008) refer to as ad 
amplification:  the provision of unpaid media coverage of political ads which air minimally in a 
small media market or never actually air at all.  According to Iyengar (2008), the more 
provocative ads can draw thousands of front-page news stories without their creators ever paying 
a dime in media costs.   
Page 7 of 22
http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/mcs
Media, Culture & Society
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
MCS for Review
 
By 2008, political ads had become a commonplace means by which to manipulate news 
coverage (Jamieson, 2009; West, 2010).  As a result of this trend, the formerly discrete 
delineation between “paid media” (advertising) and “free media” (news reports) has blurred 
(West, 2010:  22).  When a persuasive message from a candidate becomes part of the news, 
journalists employ particular frames through which they describe the ad (Entman, 1994).  Thus, 
in understanding how the past influences the present, the messages conveyed by political 
advertising and the news media’s response to those messages is worthy of scrutiny.  
Accordingly, from the perspectives that political advertising has been demonstrated to influence 
vote choice and that the news media have a journalistic obligation to interpret and contextualize 
political information, this study attempts to analyze mediated reception of the “Convention 
Night” ad. 
Essentially, the purpose of this paper is to explore the construction of memory at the 
intersection of political advertising, the press, and CRT.  How was collective memory employed 
in the “Convention Night” ad?  This case demonstrates how the past lives on in the present for 
political, non-commemorative purposes.  How the press responded to the ad is also investigated 
to determine whether it was accepted at face value or critically considered.  Finally, given the 
increasing use of press ads, the lessons of the “Convention Night” ad are deliberated. 
Method 
A copy of McCain’s “Convention Night” ad was obtained from the NationalJournal.com 
ad database and rhetorically analyzed for use of memory themes.  NationalJournal.com is a 
provider of non-partisan political information.  Its campaign ad database offers a transcript of ads 
as well as production and length information.  To determine the extent to which press coverage 
was provided for the ad, a search of the LexisNexis Academic database was conducted.  
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References to the “Convention Night” ad were located in over 40 articles from U.S. newspapers 
and wire service stories.  Included in this count were duplicate releases from the Associated 
Press wire service.  Additional articles were found from an ad hoc search, two in both The Wall 
Street Journal online archive and in The Chicago Tribune (neither of which are included in the 
LexisNexis database) and others in The Politico online archive as well as from The Los Angeles 
Times, USA Today, The Washington Times, Reuters, and Bloomberg.  Searches of two additional 
databases, Ethnic NewsWatch and the Alternative Press Index, yielded no additional coverage – 
suggesting no coverage in the African American press.  Ad hoc searches of selected African 
American press publications yielded no coverage as well.  Key words used in the search 
included: “McCain ‘Convention Night’ ad,” “McCain ‘Convention Night’ commercial,” and 
“McCain job well done.”  Textual analysis of mediated coverage of the ad was conducted to 
investigate how the mainstream press interpreted the ad. 
“Convention Night” 
The “Convention Night” ad was a simply-executed 30-second spot comprised almost 
entirely of a close-in head shot of Senator McCain set against a darkened background.  Speaking 
directly to the camera, McCain said, 
Senator Obama, this is truly a good day for America.  Too often the achievements of our 
opponents go unnoticed. So I wanted to stop and say, congratulations.  How perfect that 
your nomination would come on this historic day.  Tomorrow, we'll be back at it.  But 
tonight Senator, job well done.  
 
The ad closed with the federally mandated disclosure statement of “I'm John McCain and I 
approved this message.”  The visual was a still photo of McCain’s smiling face along with the 
McCain “logo” in the lower left corner of the screen.  At the bottom of the screen were the 
required statements, “Paid for by John McCain 2008.  Approved by John McCain.”  The 
simplicity of the ad suggests the intended focus was the spoken message rather than the visuals. 
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The rhetoric of the “Convention Night” ad drew attention to McCain’s public 
acknowledgement of Obama’s individual achievement.  However, by rhetorically linking 
Obama’s nomination to the recollection of “this historic day,” memory, in this case, served to 
make Obama’s achievement an accomplishment not just for him, but also for the entire Civil 
Rights movement as signified by the indirect reference to the iconic MLK Jr.  Thus, the 
contradiction between Obama the individual and the collective is apparent here.  Memory was 
pressed into the service of the political aim of having, as Bessie Delany would say, 
“Negros…always representing the whole race” (Delany et al., 1993:  186).  At the same time, the 
conjunction between MLK Jr. the individual and his symbolic representation of the collective 
Civil Rights movement are also evident.   
In 2008, Americans were bearing witness to a new chapter in the history of American 
civil rights.  “Bearing witness,” explains Zelizer (1998:  171), is “a frame of attention to events 
that [are] no longer on the public’s doorstep, and people [begin] to attend not so much to events 
as to their representation in memory.”  Thus, MLK Jr. increasingly reemerged in popular 
discourse as a mnemonic for the Civil Rights movement.  As well, Obama began to be portrayed 
as the “heir” to MLK Jr.’s dream (Helman, 2008).  McCain’s “Convention Night” ad was 
indicative of this notion.  In McCain’s attempts to bring attention to the parallels between 
Obama’s acceptance of the Democratic nomination for president and MLK Jr.’s “Dream” 
speech, viewers were able to bear witness retrospectively (Zelizer, 1998).  Because McCain was 
nothing more than a witness like the rest of viewers, his attempts to publicly capitalize on the 
historic nomination of Obama can be categorized as what memory scholars refer to as using 
memory for contemporary agendas (Schudson, 1992; Wertsch, 2002; Zelizer, 1995).  
Furthermore, because McCain does not mention MLK Jr. by name, it can be argued that 
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Schudson’s (1997: 5) “non-commemorative” memory is in play.  The point of the ad was not to 
commemorate the fading of a cultural icon.  Using a subtle reference to MLK Jr., a “cultural 
wink” in Meyer’s (2009) terms, McCain sought to bring the issue of Obama’s race into the 
election. 
With the exception of Obama’s Philadelphia speech, his campaign consistently avoided 
the issue of race.  Espo and Furlow (2008b) note that Obama's aides tried to frame the historic 
parallels of the Democratic convention to phenomena other than those related to MLK Jr.  For 
instance, aides tried to emphasize that “Obama was the first to deliver an outdoor convention 
acceptance speech since John F. Kennedy did so at the Los Angeles Coliseum in 1960.”  This 
observation is consistent with Bonilla-Silva’s consternation that Obama tried to distance himself 
from black symbolism.  Bonilla-Silva (2010:  219) writes, “He has distanced himself from most 
leaders of the Civil Rights movement:  from his own reverend, from his church, and from 
anything or anyone who made him look ‘too black’ or ‘too political.’”  However, despite 
Obama’s attempts to distance himself from being stuck in the past of the Civil Rights movement, 
McCain’s “Convention Night” ad put him there anyway. 
Throughout Obama’s general election ad campaign, there was an effort to portray him as 
a common man.  His biographical ads disclosed that he was raised by a single mom and his 
grandparents with values traditionally associated with small-town, rural life.  The uncommon 
aspects of his life – including being bi-racial – were left outside the frames of these ads 
demonstrating Zelizer’s (1995:  220) notion of “memory undone.”   The “Convention Night” ad 
undercut this common-man theme by underscoring the remarkability of Obama while in so doing 
drawing attention to his race.  From this perspective, Obama was not an ordinary man but an 
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extraordinary one comparable to MLK Jr.  Here is where memories have infiltrated, as Schudson 
(1997) would say, through individuals. 
Furthermore, as noted in one of the press accounts of the ad that will be considered later 
in this paper, McCain’s military heritage provides insight to his word choice in complementing 
Obama with the statement, “job well done.”  Sisk (2008) explains:  “‘Well-done’ is the 
traditional military compliment for the successful completion of a mission.”  If MLK Jr.’s 
“Dream” was to achieve racial equality and the end of discrimination, then the rhetoric of 
McCain’s ad suggests parallels between Obama’s nomination and the culmination of King’s 
dream.  Moreover, it also demonstrates how McCain’s military past casts a residue (Schudson 
1997) that constrains interpretation of the present.  The irony is that while McCain was 
intentionally drawing attention to the African American portion of Obama’s race, his word 
choice and individual military service unintentionally constrained the interpretation of his 
message.  Thus, carrying the past into the present is mediated not only through conventional 
conceptions of media, but also through individuals themselves (Schudson, 1997). 
Press Accounts of “Convention Night” 
Because our account of memory is not limited to a single text (Kitch, 2008; Zelizer, 
1995), a look beyond a particular ad execution is in order.  Accordingly, press attention to the 
“Convention Night” ad is considered.  However, when contemplating the coverage afforded by 
the press, it should be reiterated that in the U.S., political ads are produced to drive news.  
Announcement of political ads to the media has become common practice in presidential 
campaigning, a notion referred to varyingly as “press ads,” (Jamieson, 2009:  130) “phantom” 
ads, or “vapor ads” (D. West, 2010:  23).  This strategy strives to achieve the aforementioned 
concept of ad amplification – free media coverage (Ridout and Smith, 2008).  In the case of 
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“Convention Night,” the McCain campaign successfully created such a buzz around the release 
of the ad that thirteen news articles or wire service stories appeared before the ad even aired.  
The ad was also shown on Fox News, MSNBC and CNN prior to its airing.  Over twenty 
different U.S. newspapers reported on the airing of the ad the following day. 
It is noteworthy that no coverage of the “Convention Night” ad was located in the black 
press.  This could be because it did not receive coverage as it was not deemed newsworthy.  It is 
also possible that it did receive coverage but was not electronically archived and therefore is not 
readily accessible.  It is not unreasonable to think that technological disparities in the way of 
archiving capabilities exist between the black press and mainstream press when disparities 
continue to exist in other spheres of society.  In either case, the politically-driven agenda of the 
“Convention Night” ad was privileged by the perspective of the predominantly white press corps.  
The lack of diverse perspectives on the symbolism it strived to highlight – yet not discuss -  
prevent what Biesecker (2002) urges – a reconsideration of memory from another viewpoint.  
Bonilla-Silva (2010) confirms that progressive black voices do not get much attention in the 
mainstream U.S. media (also see Kitch and Stiles, 2009). 
Preceding the ad’s airing on August 28th, press coverage generally utilized some 
variation of an initial story provided by the Associated Press (AP) wire service.  AP writer Jim 
Kuhnhenn (2008) briefly (124 words) noted the general facts, a “one-evening-only ad with a 
simple message for Barack Obama: ‘Job well done.’”  The timing of the ad’s release, observed 
Kuhnhenn, “coincides with Obama's nomination acceptance speech.”  The wire story explained 
that McCain was congratulating Obama for his nomination as the Democratic Party’s 
presidential candidate while simultaneously recognizing “the symbolism of a black man 
accepting the nomination on the 45th anniversary of Martin Luther King Jr.'s ‘I Have a Dream’ 
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speech.”  This initial wire report noted that the ad represents a rare moment of “comity” in the 
campaign.  It strayed into the territory of subjectivity when it cast McCain as a “generous and 
gracious rival.”  Amidst a series of attack ads, “Campaign Night” was cited as the first positive 
ad of the campaign that a candidate had run about his opponent.  Other wire-service stories about 
the ad generally followed the rhetorical structure of this original AP story.   
In the on-line edition of the Atlanta Journal-Constitution (AJC), however, the “Political 
Insider” column provided a little more context under the headline “Just When You Think It 
Can’t Get Any Nastier, It Doesn’t.”  Calling it “one of the small miracles of the 24-hour news 
cycle,” the article drew attention to the day’s attacks which preceded McCain’s reprieve:  “After 
damning him this morning as an inexperienced greenhorn, after siccing the governor of Georgia 
on him this afternoon like a bulldog on a bone, Republican John McCain will let Democratic 
rival Barack Obama enjoy his victory evening in peace” (Galloway, 2008).   
Following the Democratic convention, most press reports of the ad simply reported the 
airing of the ad, or couched it within a larger report of their convention coverage.  The Chicago 
Sun-Times took the former approach, writing, “After a series of sharply negative convention 
week television commercials, John McCain's campaign aired a one-night advertisement 
Thursday that complimented Obama” (“A Brief Truce,” 2008).  The article was brief but devoted 
entirely to the presence of the “Convention Night” ad.  Most other press reports weaved mention 
of the ad into coverage of the Democratic convention as did the Lewiston Morning Tribune: 
McCain was in Ohio as Obama spoke, and after a series of sharply negative convention 
week television commercials, his campaign aired a one-night advertisement that 
complimented Obama and noted the speech occurred on the anniversary of King's famous 
address. (Espo and Furlow, 2008a) 
 
The New York Times provided a front-page account of the convention that also mentioned the 
McCain ad.  Like the AJC story, the Times article pointed out that “the softer tone did not last; 
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Mr. Obama was still on the stage, watching the fireworks, when Mr. McCain’s campaign issued 
a statement attacking him” (Nagourney and Zeleny, 2008).  Similarly, an article about the 
convention in The Washington Post, which also noted the ad, indicated, “But when the event was 
over, the battle resumed in an instant” (Weisman and Murray, 2008). 
So while reports on the ad varyingly provided the facts and in some cases how the ad fit 
into the larger campaign strategy of the Republican candidate, none of the press reports critically 
analyzed the symbolic contextualization of the ad as accountability journalism would require.  
Two editorial reports passed favorable judgment on McCain for airing the ad.  Three accounts in 
the AJC, NY Times, and Washington Post implicitly noted the irony of the ad airing as attacks 
were taking place on Obama by the McCain camp on the same day.  One especially noteworthy 
account, in the New York Daily News, offered a rhetorical analysis of the ad: “The ‘well-done’ 
praise carried particular significance for McCain, a career Navy officer who spent more than five 
years as a POW in Vietnam.  ‘Well-done’ is the traditional military compliment for the 
successful completion of a mission” (Sisk, 2008).  What was not explored, however, was the 
meaning of this symbolism of a black man accepting the Democratic nomination on “this historic 
day.” 
Conclusions 
The “Convention Night” ad was successful in generating a great deal of attention in 
media reporting.  With a handful of exceptions, coverage in the print press was uncritical, 
generally serving to extend the ability of the McCain campaign to, under the guise of 
newsworthiness, create free publicity for the congratulatory ad within and beyond the 
battleground states where the ad was scheduled to run.  The mainstream press legitimized the 
commonsense narrative that the “Convention Night” ad was simply McCain congratulating his 
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opponent on his achievement.  The few print press publications that did offer any sort of 
criticism only connoted the irony of the congratulatory ad running on the same day the McCain 
campaign was criticizing Obama.  Thus, what is evident is the lack of diverse and critical 
viewpoints in mainstream evaluations of the political ads and their narratives to which voters are 
exposed.   
In broad terms, the contributions of this study suggest that uncritical consideration of our 
collective history as portrayed in a 30-second political commercial can be dangerous particularly 
as these ads are increasingly driving news coverage.  The repeated demonstration of the 
mainstream press’s reluctance to perform its watchdog role goes beyond matters of policy issues.  
When the press can be manipulated into portraying historical moments from the preferred 
perspective of a political party with little in the way of critical consideration, we are just a short 
step away from revisionist history of many other politically inconvenient aspects of our history.  
The lesson to be drawn is that we should be very, very concerned when portrayals of our 
collective history go unchallenged by journalistic watchdogs. 
More narrowly, this case study might contribute to the field of memory studies by linking 
it to political advertising.  While Meyers (2009) has previously suggested advertisers construct a 
non-existent past through the use of nostalgic appeals, the present argument is different.  It is that 
rather than a profit-driven motive, political advertisers traffic in ideological currency.  
Accordingly, to the degree that consumer advertising strives to capture our wallets, political 
advertisers pursue our minds.  And as the share of political advertising in the U.S. shifts from the 
candidates to independent expenditure groups, we know very little about who is behind these 
ideological messages.  Thus, the journalistic failure to scrutinize a political message beyond its 
face value illustrated by this case becomes all the more alarming.  That the ad was amplified and 
Page 16 of 22
http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/mcs
Media, Culture & Society
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
MCS for Review
 
legitimized in the free media demonstrates an even more concerning disservice to the public 
interest.   
As the memories of overt racism – the fire hoses, the attack dogs, and the “whites only” 
signs – fade away and are replaced instead with memories of extraordinary African American 
achievers, the power of mediated representation in selecting collective memory becomes 
apparent.  The mainstream media’s uncritical consideration of a political ad invoking MLK Jr.’s 
memory in representing Obama’s achievements suggests not only an uncontested version of 
racial achievements in America, but also the power granted to political ads in narrating a 
naturalized version of memory.  If, as John McCain claimed, Obama’s nomination was a “job 
well done,” this then begs the question, are we free at last?  Perhaps if mediated portrayals of 
historic events were more contextualized and thus uncontested, audiences of political advertising 
would be freed from the need for the social memory discipline.  Until that time, “[M]emory 
scholars,” writes Choi (2008:  385), “…can encourage an audience in the present to be a critical 
appreciator of the past.”   
Page 17 of 22
http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/mcs
Media, Culture & Society
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
MCS for Review
 
References 
A brief truce (2008, August 29) The Chicago Sun Times 12 (accessed 13 November 2009 from 
LexisNexis Academic). 
Archibald RR (2002) A personal history of memory.  In Climo JJ and Cattell MG (eds) Social 
memory and history:  Anthropological perspectives.  Walnut Creek, CA:  Alta Mira Press, 
65-80. 
Biesecker BA (2002) Remembering World War II:  The rhetoric and politics of national 
commemoration at the turn of the 21st century.  Quarterly Journal of Speech 88(4): 393-409. 
Bonilla-Silva E (2010) Will racism disappear in Obamerica?  The sweet (but deadly) 
enchantment of color blindness in black face.  In Racism without racists:  Color-blind racism 
and the persistence of racial inequality in the United States (3rd ed).  Lanham, MD:  Rowman 
and Littlefield, 207-259. 
Carey JW (1978) AEJ presidential address:  A plea for the university tradition.  Journalism 
Quarterly 55(4): 846-855. 
Choi S (2008) Silencing survivors’ narratives:  Why are we again forgetting the No Gun Ri 
story?  Rhetoric and Public Affairs 11(3): 367-388. 
Delany SL, Delany AE and Hearth AH (1993)  Having our say:  The Delany sisters’ first 100 
years.  New York:  Bantam Doubleday Dell. 
Downie L Jr and Schudson M (2011)  The reconstruction of American journalism.  In: 
McChesney RW and Pickard V (eds) Will the last reporter please turn out the lights:  
The collapse of journalism and what can be done to fix it.  New York:  The New Press, 
55-90. 
Page 18 of 22
http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/mcs
Media, Culture & Society
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
MCS for Review
 
Entman R (1994) Framing: Toward clarification of a fractured paradigm.  In: Levy M and 
Gurevitch M (eds) Defining media studies:  Reflections on the future of the field.  New York:  
Oxford University Press, 293 – 300. 
Espo D and Furlow R (2008a, August 29) Obama says he will fix Washington:  Polls indicate 
historic race for white house will be close. Lewiston Morning Tribune (accessed 13 
November 2009 from LexisNexis Academic). 
Espo D and Furlow R (2008b, August 29) Obama tells huge Dem crowd he’ll fix Washington. 
The Associated Press (accessed 13 November 2009 from LexisNexis Academic). 
Galloway J (2008, August 28) Political insider; just when you think it can't get any nastier, it 
doesn't. The Atlanta Journal-Constitution (accessed 13 November 2009 from LexisNexis 
Academic). 
Halbwachs M (1992) On collective memory (ed and trans Coser LA).  Chicago:  University of 
Chicago Press. 
Helman S (2008, August 29) Spelling out the change Obama offers prescriptions for economy in 
acceptance speech. The Boston Globe, A1 (accessed 13 November 2009 from LexisNexis 
Academic). 
Hoskins A (2004) Television and the collapse of memory.  Time & Society 13(1): 109-127. 
Huber GA and Arceneaux K (2007) Identifying the persuasive effects of presidential advertising.  
American Journal of Political Science 51(4): 957-977. 
Iyengar S (2008, August 12) Election 2008:  The advertising.  WashingtonPost.com.  Available 
at:  http://pcl.stanford.edu/press/2008/wp-2008advertising.pdf 
Jamieson KH (ed) (2009) Electing the president 2008:  The insider’s view.  Philadelphia:  
University of Pennsylvania Press. 
Page 19 of 22
http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/mcs
Media, Culture & Society
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
MCS for Review
 
Jamieson KH and Waldman P (2003) The press effect:  Politicians, journalists, and the stories 
that shape the political world.  New York:  Oxford University Press. 
Johnston R, Hagen MG, and Jamieson KH (2004) The 2000 presidential election and the 
foundations of party politics. New York: Cambridge University Press. 
John McCain 2008 launches new TV ad: Convention night (2008, August 28) States News 
Service (accessed 13 November 2009 from LexisNexis Academic). 
Kenski K, Hardy BW, and Jamieson KH (2010) The Obama victory: How media, money, and 
messages shaped the 2008 election. New York: Oxford University Press. 
Kitch C (1999) Twentieth-century tales:  Newsmagazines and American memory.  Journalism 
and Communication Monographs 1(2): 119-155. 
Kitch C (2008) Placing journalism inside memory – and memory studies.  Memory Studies 1(3): 
311-320. 
Kitch C and Stiles S (2009, August) Redemption for our anguished racial history:  The embrace 
and evasion of race in commemorative journalism of Barack Obama.  Paper presented at the 
annual meeting of the Association for Education in Journalism and Mass Communication, 
Boston, MA. 
Klapper JT (1966) The effects of mass communication. In:  Berelson B and Janowitz M (eds) 
Reader in public opinion and communication (2nd ed). Glencoe, IL:  The Free Press, 
473-486. 
Kuhnhenn J (2008, August 28) In a switch, McCain to Obama: 'Well done'.  The Associated 
Press (accessed 13 November 2009 from LexisNexis Academic). 
Lazarsfeld PF, Berelson B, and Gaudet H (1948) The people's choice: How the voter makes up 
his mind in a presidential election. New York: Columbia University Press. 
Page 20 of 22
http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/mcs
Media, Culture & Society
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
MCS for Review
 
Meyers O (2009) The engine’s in the front, but its heart’s in the same place:  Advertising, 
nostalgia, and the construction of commodities as realms of memory.  The Journal of 
Popular Culture 42(4): 733-755. 
Nagourney A and Zeleny J (2008, August 29) Obama takes the fight to McCain.  The New York 
Times, A1.  Available at: 
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/08/29/us/politics/29dems.html?_r=3andhp=andpagewanted=al
landoref=slogin 
Neiger M, Meyers O, and Zandberg E (2011) On media memory:  Collective memory in a new 
media age.  Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan. 
Ridout TN and Smith GR (2008) Free advertising:  How the media amplify campaign messages.  
Political Research Quarterly 61(4): 598-608. 
Schudson M (1992)  Watergate in American memory:  How we remember, forget, and 
reconstruct the past.  New York:  Basic Books. 
Schudson M (1997) Lives, laws and language:  Commemorative versus non-commemorative 
forms of effective public memory.  The Communication Review 2(1): 3-17. 
Schwartz, B (1982) The Social Context of Commemoration: a Study in Collective Memory. 
Social Forces 61: 374–402. 
Siebert FS, Peterson T, and Schramm W (1956) Four theories of the press.  Urbana, IL:  
University of Illinois Press. 
Sisk R (2008, August 29) Ceasefire! Mac praises rival for a job well done.  Daily News, 10 
(accessed 13 November 2009 from LexisNexis Academic). 
Taylor E (1998, Spring) A primer on Critical Race Theory.  The Journal of Blacks in Higher 
Education 19: 122-124. 
Page 21 of 22
http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/mcs
Media, Culture & Society
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
MCS for Review
 
U.S. newsroom employment declines (2009, April 24) American Society of News Editors.  
Available at:  http://asne.org/article_view/smid/370/articleid/12.aspx 
Weisman J and Murray S (2008, August 29) Obama, accepting nomination, draws sharp contrast 
with McCain; crowd of 84,000 hears policy specifics and criticism of GOP.  The Washington 
Post,  A01 (accessed 13 November 2009 from LexisNexis Academic). 
Wertsch JV (2002)  Chapters 1-3.  In: Voices of collective remembering.  Cambridge, UK:  
Cambridge University Press, 4-66. 
West DM (2010) Air wars:  Television advertising in election campaigns, 1952-2008 (5th ed).  
Washington, D.C.:  CQPress. 
West E (2002) Selling Canada to Canadians:  Collective memory, national identity, and popular 
culture.  Critical Studies in Media Communication 19(2): 212-239. 
Zelizer B (1995) Reading the past against the grain:  The shape of memory studies.  Critical 
Studies in Mass Communication 12(2): 214-239. 
Zelizer B (1998) Remembering to remember.  In:  Remembering to forget:  Holocaust memory 
through the camera’s eye.  Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 171-239. 
Page 22 of 22
http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/mcs
Media, Culture & Society
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
